Serum alpha-fetoprotein in adults, in women during pregnancy, in children at birth, and during the first week of life: a sex difference.
In order to investigate whether a sex difference exists in alpha-fetoprotein serum concentration, blood samples were collected from 133 adult men, 52 adult women, 239 pregnant women at different ages of gestation, 16 girls and 18 boys at birth, and seven girls and seven boys during the first week of life. In the case of 15 boys and 10 girls, blood samples were also collected from their mothers at the time of delivery. Serum AFP was measured by a radioimmunoassay method. In all neonates the mean value was 625 times higher than in all mothers at the time of delivery and 13,000 times higher than in adults. No difference was found between mothers of girls and those of boys both during pregnancy and at the time of delivery. However, at birth, the fetal AFP serum concentration was 1.8 (p less than 0.001) times higher in boys than in girls. This sex difference was maintained during the first week of life. The half-life of serum AFP was 5 to 6 days in the neonate. The origin and the possible physiologic significance of such sex difference in AFP deserve further investigations.